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Summary
The study of comparat ive rel igion in the Netherlands seemed
to me to be in a state of stagnat ion when I  was reading
cultural  anthropology. Not only had i ts introductory
textbooks undergone no essent ial  changes in the last
decades, but they contained only answers to so-cal led 'what
is  -ques t ions ' .  No ment ion  was made o f  theor ies  o f  re l ig ion ,
let  alone that these contained (causal)  explanat ions. l t  soon
became apparent that other scholars had hinted at scient i f ic
stagnat ion in this discipl ine before me. In order to ascertain
whether the absence of scient i f ic progress was a fact,  the
works on rel igion of the three most prominent Dutch scholars
in  compara t ive  re l ig ion  in  the  per iod  192O -  1980 -Dr  G.  van
der Leeuw Dr F. Sierksma and Dr Th.P. van Baaren- were
analyzed.
From 1920 onwards ,  when he  occup ied  the  cha i r  o f  re l i -
gious studies at Groningen Universi ty,  Gerardus van der
Leeuw (1890 -  1950)  deve loped a lmost  s ing le -handed ly  a
new approach in the f ie ld of the study of rel ig ion: the pheno-
meno logy  o f  re l ig ion .  Th is  phenomeno logy  o f  re l ig ion  ap-
peared to be a humanist ic approach to rel ig ion: i t  was neither
an  empi r i ca l  d isc ip l ine  nor  was i t  ph i losophy or  theo logy .
According to Van der Leeuw i ts subject-matter consisted of
'power'  and i ts many manifestat ions, and i ts purpose was to
name and classi fy rel ig ious phenomena. At the same t ime,
the phenomenology of rel ig ion contained a formal research
method (a lso  ca l led  the  phenomeno logy  o f  re l ig ion) ,  wh ich  by
way of Verstehen and Schauen led to the classification of
rel igious phenomena, i .e.  manifestat ions of 'power' .  Gerar-
dus van der Leeuw incorporated in his phenomenology of
rel igion two basic assumptions: that of  pr imit ive mental i ty
and that of  dynamism. He stuck to them to his death even
though, in the l ight of  empir ical  evidence, he should have
abandoned them many years before. His phenomenology of
rel igion gave the discipl ine a very dist inct posi t ion when
compared to sister discipl ines, such as anthropology and
sociology, in which rel igion was studied. As a result  of  this,
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comparat ive rel igion came into an isolated posit ion. Especial-
ly the Dutch anthropologists,  af ter a period of much polemic
d iscuss ion ,  gave the  phenomeno log is ts  the  co ld  shou lder .
Dutch sociologists had almost no truck with the phenomeno-
logy of rel ig ion from the very beginning.
Fokke Sierksma (1917 - 19771. cr i t is ized Dr Van der
Leeuw, his former teacher,  severely for these matters and
pursued another course. He wanted comparat ive rel igion to
be an empir ical  social  science, with a f i rm basis in biology,
psychology and cultural  anthropology. He rejected the pheno-
meno log ica l  approach and accepted  {causa l )  exp lanat ions  in
the realm of rel ig ious behaviour.  Consequent ly,  he developed
a scient i f ic research programme for the study of rel ig ion
based on these assumptions. This resulted in his conduct ing
qu i te  a  number  o f  re l ig ious  tud ies ,  among o ther  th ings  in  the
f ields of (rel ig ious) project ion and acculturat ion processes.
His work met with almost no response, fot  two reasons.
First ly,  his col leagues in comparat ive rel igion hardly under-
stood what he was doing, for he had strayed far f rom the
beaten tracks of the phenomenology of rel ig ion and theology.
They also weren' t  interrested in his work, because Dr Sierk-
sma had al ienated his col leagues by treat ing them as oppo-
nents and adversaries instead of as col leagues. Neither did
the  an thropo log is ts  o f  re l ig ion  want  cus tom wi th  h im,  be-
cause they saw in him a proponent of Van der Leeuw's faul ty
inheri tance of the study of pr imit ive rel igions. Those few
anthropo log is ts  who read h is  works  accused Dr  S ie rksma o f
manipulat ing the facts,  However,  by far the most important
factor for the non-recept ion of Sierksma's work was the fact
that he had no pupils. ln the light of the theory of scientific
growth, which wi l l  be discussed present ly,  a lack of pupi ls is
lethal for the pursuit  of  a scient i f ic research programme.
After the unt imely death of Gerardus van der Leeuw, Dr
Van Baaren 11912 -  1989) ,  and no t  d r  S ie rksma who had
been general ly ant ic ipated, succeeded Van der Leeuw in the
cha i r  o f  compara t ive  re l ig ion  a t  Gron ingen Un ivers i ty  in
1952. To the point that he was interested in the scient i f ic
study of rel ig ion, for his great love was making surreal ist ic
col lages and poetry,  Dr van Baaren proved to be very suc-
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cessful  in wri t ing on pr imit ive rel igion for the general  publ ic.
Tens of thousands of copies of his several  books were sold.
He succeeded in gett ing r id of the mistaken concepts of
pr imit ive mental i ty and dynamism, but he cont inued to de-
scr ibe  and c lass i fy  a l l  k inds  o f  re l ig ious  phenomena as  the
late Van der Leeuw had done before him. Only at the end of
h is  career  wou ld  he  concede tha t  the  d isc ip l ine  had fa red
worse by concentrat ing on the great tradi t ion (Redf ield) and
by paying no attent ion to the l i t t le tradi t t ion. The discipl ine
was as far removed as ever from becoming an empir ical  so-
cial  science in which the rel igious behaviour of humans occu-
pied a central  posi t ion. The conclusion may be just ly drawn
that stagnat ion was a fact in Dutch comparat ive rel igion in
the  years  1  920 to  1  980,  the  more  so  s ince  in  the  s is te r  d isc i -
p l ines  o f  an thropo logy  and soc io logy  some progress  was
made in  th is  f ie ld  in  the  Nether lands .
In the second part  of  this study a theory was developed in
order to explain the { lack of)  scient i f ic progress: the theory of
scient i f ic growth. The theory was embedded in the paradigm
of rat ional choice or individual utal i tar ianism. Scient ists wor-
king in an organizat ion str ive for (scient i f ic l  status. Status is
achieved by br inging about results,  in other words, status is
achieved by scient ists working in a progressive scient i f ic
research programme. In the Dutch si tuat ion i t  is especial ly
those holding a chair  who are able to develop a research
programme of their  own.
I t  was argued that young scient ists aspire to become pro-
fessors. Only a few aspirants wi l l  succeed, because of the
scarci ty of chairs.  The major i ty of those unsuccessful  scien-
t ists would cause stagnat ion because they go their  own
ways, ei ther giving up their  scient i f ic ambit ions or moving to
the  marg ins  o f  the  parad igm.
It  was then argued that comparat ive rel igion was badly in
need of a new theoret ical  foundat ion and that such a founda-
t ion could be found in the paradigm of rat ional choice theory.
Two i l lustrat ive studies were presented one contemporary
and one histor ical .  The f i rst  study was ent i t led Denominat ion-
al fissions and the achievement of status in a Dutch maritime
community.  In the Netherlands one f inds vi l lages and towns
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in which the populat ion as a whole st i l l  consider themselves
as belonging to a (protestant) denominat ion; which is quite
remarkable under Dutch circumstances. Consider for in-
s t a n c e ,  B u n s c h o t e n / S p a k e n b u r g ,  M a r k e n ,  S t a p h o r s t i -
Rouveen and Urk. Contrary to the f i rst  three vi l lages, in Urk
the  denominat iona l  homogene i ty  has  d isappeared.  In  the
per iod  f rom 1947 to  19BB the  number  o f  denominat ions
increased f rom 3  to  1O,  w i th  some 16 par ishes .  A  ( theore t i -
cal)  explanat ion is given for the strong increase in the number
of denominat ions in the protestant Urk. There appears to be a
clear relat ionship between the scarci ty of status posit ions for
non-f ishermen, i .e.  by far the major i ty of the male populat ion
of Urk. At the same t ime an explanat ion is given for why al l
the new denominat ions are found on the 'experient ial '  (bevin-
del i jk l  wing of (Dutch) calvinism.
The second study was entitled A game-theoretical expla-
nation of the institution of early kingship in lsrael. The Dutch
anthropologist  Dr Claessen c.s.  developed the complex inter-
ac t ion  mode l  (C. l .M. )  in  o rder  to  exp la in  the  ins t i tu t ion  o f
ear fy -k ingsh ip  (see fo r  example  C laessen e t  a l .  ' l 978 ,  1981) .
The mode l  i s  espec ia l l y  lack ing  in  mak ing  c lear  the  mecha-
nism of why a king is appointed in an early state. Moreover,
this model needs quite a lot  of  empir ical  data; qui te often,
these data are not avai lable, especial ly in the case of ear ly
states. A theory is proposed to explain the inst i tut ion of an
early king. First ,  the coming into being and ini t ia l  develop-
ment of the early kingship in lsradl is reconstructed. During a
period of cont inuous {threats of)  war with the ngighbouring
peoples the lsrael i tes appointed a king. The king was "a half-
way house" between the tradi t ional judge and a king as their
ne ighbours  had known.  The coming in to  be ing  o f  the  k ingsh ip
in  l s rae l  i s  exp la ined by  way o f  u t i l i ta r ian  ind iv idua l i sm,  a lso
cal led rat ional choice theory. The 'people'  ask for the col lec-
t ive good: safety.  The decision-process is analyzed by means
of a non-cooperat ive game for two players: Samuel and the
Elders. From the result-matr ix the outcome of the decision-
process can be predicted retrospect ively:  though both play-
ers have another f i rst  choice, they both agree to the coming
of  a  k ing .
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